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Evangelista Torricelli (1608-1647) was a disciple of Galileo late in the master's 
life. Torricelli is best known for his experiments on the void space above the 
mercury column in a barometer tube. These experiments and the discovery of the 
existence of a void space produced a greater public sensation than perhaps any 
other early 17th-century discovery, except only for the telescope. Torricelli's 
name is also attached to a law of hydrodynamics: the water escaping from a small 
hole at the bottom of a container leaves with the speed it would have acquired 
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had it fallen freely from a height equal to the depth of the water in the container. 
Torricelli also worked in pure mathematics--notably in extending and applying 
Bonaventura Cavalieri's method of indivisibles. Torricelli's mathematical work is 
therefore part of the prehistory of the calculus. But, as Franqois De Gandt remarks 
in the introduction to this volume, the mathematical work of Torricelli has, until 
now, received much less attention than his physical investigations. 
L'Oeuvre de Torricelli had its origins in a conference held in 1981 at the Univer- 
sity of Nice. Three of the papers published here were first presented on that 
occasion. Three others were written expressly for this volume. A seventh, by E. 
Bortolotti, which presents an overview of Torricelli's geometrical work, was first 
published in Italian and is here reprinted in French translation. 
Like most edited volumes, this one has no uniformity of style or approach. 
However, the seven articles taken together do a nice job of spanning their topic 
(or nearly so, for there is no article devoted to the experiments on the void). 
The opening article by E. Festa sets out the few biographical facts available for 
Torricelli. While this is far from a biography, the article does succeed in giving a 
flavor of the times by the inclusion of extracts from Torricelli's correspondence. 
Two of the technical studies are especially interesting. Michel Blay, in a nicely 
nuanced article, discusses Torricelli's law (on the speed of a fluid escaping from 
a pierced container) and its reception in the 17th century. Blay discusses not 
only Torricelli's announcement of the rule, but also the reactions of Mersenne, 
Descartes, and Varignon, as well as the roles played by theory and experiment. 
Francois De Gandt presents a detailed treatment of Torricelli's theory of indivisi- 
bles. The article begins with a review of the method of Cavalieri and its diffusion, 
before taking up Torricelli's simplifications and extensions of the method. De 
Gandt's discussion of the paradoxes involved in the method of indivisibles helps 
us realize the difficulty that Cavalieri and Torricelli faced in making the method 
unambiguous and internally consistent and helps us understand the resistance to 
the new methods. The article concludes with a discussion of Torricelli's treatment 
of spirals and the geometry of motion. The big question that remains is how 
influential Torricelli's work on indivisibles really was. When Torricelli died at the 
age of 39, his most significant and general work on indivisibles had not yet been 
published; indeed, this work remained unpublished until the 20th century. De 
Gandt suggests an indirect influence of Torricelli's work on James Gregory, 
through the latter's teacher, Stefano degli Angeli, an explicit user of Torricelli's 
results and methods. This line of influence has, of course, been frequently sug- 
gested. It is, however, much harder to say exactly what Gregory got from Torri- 
celli. 
The articles in L'Oeuvre de Torricelli are well-focused, well-written history of 
science in the Continental style. The volume also includes a number of documents; 
for example, an extract from Torricelli's De motu aquarum and French translations 
of Torricelli's 1644 correspondence with Ricci on the void. Anyone making a 
serious study of Torricelli's work would do well to consult his volume. 
